Conditions and circumstances predisposing to death from positional asphyxia in adults.
Positional asphyxia refers to a situation where there is compromise of respiration because of splinting of the chest and/or diaphragm preventing normal respiratory excursion, or occlusion of the upper airway due to abnormal positioning of the body. Examination of autopsy files at Forensic Science SA revealed instances where positional asphyxia resulted from inadvertent positioning that compromised respiration due to intoxication, multiple sclerosis, epilepsy, Parkinson disease, Steele-Richardson-Olszewski syndrome, Lafora disease and quadriplegia. While the manner of death was accidental in most cases, in one instance suicide could not be ruled out. We would not exclude the possibility of individuals with significant cardiac disease succumbing to positional asphyxia, as cardiac disease may be either unrelated to the terminal episode or, alternatively, may result in collapse predisposing to positional asphyxia. Victims of positional asphyxia do not extricate themselves from dangerous situations due to impairment of cognitive responses and coordination resulting from intoxication, sedation, neurological diseases, loss of consciousness, physical impairment or physical restraints.